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The evolution of Romeo and Juliet
The mission of Shakespearean / Renaissance drama Therefore, in the present tragedy Verona represents the typical Italian city-state, the most modern type of commercial society available to Shakespeare's historical imagination. Verona is the modern, commercialized, bourgeois society, nevertheless it is driven by a series of deep-rooted social contradictions. Consequently, the epicentral topic of this tragedy might be eros via thanatos, or love through death, as only thanatos has the power to terminate the two dynasties' feuds and to reunite the victimized lovers.
Nevertheless, the play fulfils its social-moralizing mission: according to M. C. Bradbrook (1971:76) Shakespearean drama, like any Renaissance drama, generally had two paramount functions: firstly, to mirror contemporary reality, that is Elizabethan
England with all its faults and shortcomings and secondly, to castigate the negative aspects. Romeo and Juliet fulfils its double mission, as an Elizabethan tragedy: The two feuding families indeed come to peace at the end of the play and acknowledge their children as being "Poor sacrifices of our enmity" (V.3.). The horrible acts are revealed and either the villains are punished or they repent.
Eros, thanatos and hate -the distinctive elements of this triptych co-exist in a perfect symbiosis. At the same time they prove a most useful resource for analysing the 16 th century psycho-social realities of England, alongside the socio-political position of the woman during the Elizabethan Renaissance.
Ladies in Renaissance Western Europe
Women in Renaissance times had a rather pitiful status; to quote Simone de Beauvoir's (1993:xx-xxiii) famous phrase: they indeed were "the second sex". Women were considered weak, inferior to men, both psychologically and biologically. The husband was associated with power, ownership, violence and authority over his wife.
Man was superior, thus he became the master of the woman (King 2000:251) , while women had absolutely no rights but to get married and give birth to as many children as their health allowed them, hopefully boys and not girls.
In the same line of thought, one should mention Toril Moi, whose theory on women's condition over the past centuries aligns itself with those of the FrenchBulgarian linguist and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva. Kristeva considers the feminine condition not in terms of essences (as Hélène Cixous does in her Sorties, 1989), but in terms of positionality. Moi and Kristeva (1989:111-112 ) agree in adopting a positional perspective: 'feminine' is the marginal, "that which is marginalized, by the patriarchal symbolic order". Therefore the 'feminine' "seems to be marginalized (repressed, silenced) by the ruling" (1989:111-112) patriarchal heteronormative canon. Moreover, 'feminine' is all that is pushed to the borderline between man (the norm) and irrational chaos. Thus 'feminine' becomes the symbol of the marginal, of that mysterious principle which is suspended between the masculine norm and unknown chaos. Therefore Juliet may be considered as an allegory of the Renaissance protorebellious woman, the antiphallocratic, self-empowered young woman. She fights the central phallocratic norms with all her might and dignity. Women often became subjects of physical and verbal violence, or mere sexual objects, consequently they could be sexually assaulted anytime and anywhere. Women's position during the Renaissance will also be discussed with reference to Juliet's relationship to her father, the absolute phallocratic figure, the pater familias.
Antipatriarchal women in the Renaissance -proto-liberation?
Concerning the concept of love, love is approached from numerous standpoints.
Let us consider Romeo for example, in whose case the idea of love mirrors a clear maturation or evolution. At first, Romeo is in love with a young lady of aristocratic origin, this being the very first stage of the evolution of his eros. In order to suggest that Romeo's first love is shallow and immature, Rosaline is hardly mentioned (and then only in passing) in the opening of the tragedy. In deep contradiction to Juliet, Rosaline only exists in absentia, in Romeo's hot-blooded consciousness. Most importantly, she never enters the stage, unlike Juliet, his true love, who masters the entire play.
Nevertheless, at the beginning of the tragedy, Romeo is unaware of his immature passion for Rosaline. He has not yet passed the maturing trail of falling in love and experiencing true, ardent love (for Juliet). Therefore, Romeo suffers for Rosaline, he is tormented by this feeling, he is shattered, and he feels he cannot live any longer, so powerful is this feeling within his heart. This love towards Rosaline is so boisterous and so burning that it means pain, not happiness.
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Romeo is more in love with the idea of love, with the exaltation of this feeling, than with Rosaline per se. That is why, when he sees Juliet at the ball, where, ironically enough, he only goes to have a chance to meet Rosaline, he immediately forgets her and falls forever in love with Juliet. This will become the true, genuine love of his life, which will lead to his death. Thus his bondage within eros and thanatos.
While in love with Rosaline, Romeo considers this feeling something ephemeral, "a smoke made with the fume of sights", "A madness most discreet" (I.1.). Romeo is so intoxicated by this first, boyish love of his life that he even starts to behave like a melancholic lunatic (melancholy associated with love was a fashionable pose in that period). Benvolio, his friend, even asks him: "Why, Romeo; art thou mad?" (I.2.), while
Romeo responds: "Not mad, but bound more than a madman is" (I.2.).
Nevertheless as soon as Juliet appears on the stage, the burning flame for Rosaline is immediately forgotten. Romeo himself acknowledges that he has never experienced true love until that precise moment: "Did my heart love till now? For I ne'er saw true beauty till this night" (I.5.).
Almost the same kind of evolution is to be seen in Juliet's case. She is a tender, fourteen-year-old girl, with a sensitive and noble heart, but totally inexperienced as far as love and marriage are concerned. Juliet sees them as being an honour: "an honour that I dream not of" (I.3.), something in which her power of decision is of no importance, as her father is supposed to arrange her marriage with her suitor, Paris.
At the ball, when Juliet meets Romeo, she instantly falls in love with him. This moment proves decisive for her destiny and becomes a test of maturation and of decisionmaking empowerment. Like Romeo, she too will have to complete a trajectory of maturation, a path of self-empowerment to confront her indomitable pater familias, her mother and her entire social circle, as well as the socio-religious disapprobation of the phallocratic society in which she lives.
It is Juliet's love for Romeo that gives her courage and triggers her maturation process: although barely fourteen, she fully understands the meaning of true love, which may also demand self-sacrifice. That is why she makes the greatest possible sacrifice:
suicide out of love for Romeo. Marriage is no longer merely an honour she never dreamt of; it becomes the strongest possible bond and proof of the love she cherishes for Romeo.
If this proof is impossible to have, she rejects loveless life altogether. For the empowered Juliet, it becomes a matter of 'all or nothing'.
Juliet's process of (somewhat forced) maturation is even more evident if we consider the avalanche of dramatic turns she experiences during the short, four-day plot:
Juliet is abruptly hurled into painful adulthood, she has to shoulder the responsibilities of life, love, passion and death, she is courted by a potential husband (Count Paris), falls in love with another (Romeo), secretly marries Romeo, experiences the death of her cousin Tybalt, has one brief passionate night with her new husband, then Romeo is forced to leave the city, she is threatened by her father and nearly disowned, spends almost two days intoxicated to near-death by the potion, is widowed and ultimately commits suicide alongside the body of her dead husband. Tragically, all these painful experiences prove futile, as both Juliet and Romeo have to die: Fate works against them.
Fate is cruel to the two lovers, their love is free of pain only for a few moments, in its primary phase at the ball, while Romeo is still masked and before they learn each other's names. As long as they are unaware of the other's identity, as long as the power of their masks hides their feuding lineages, they are free of any constraint forced upon them by their vendetta-blinded families: "Is she a Capulet? / O dear account! My life is my foe's debt" (I.5.), Romeo exclaims in despair when he learns that his love is in fact a
Capulet.
Other such characters in world literature who first have to complete certain steps of maturation before they prove ripe enough to love and to cherish their love are: Natasha 
Epicentral phallocracy
In Lord Capulet the Elizabethan drama unmasks a prominent and intricate character: Juliet's father, Capulet. He is the typical mighty father-figure of the Renaissance epoch, representing the clear product of the patriarchal world in which everything is governed only by men: he and only he may arrange Juliet's marriage to Paris, he organises the ball where the two are intended to meet and he roars at his daughter for not accepting this self-mutilating marriage. Juliet, the real subject of the entire arrangement, has absolutely no right to voice her opinion: she must merely witness other men directing (mutilating) her life and her destiny. Lord Capulet is the epitome of the Renaissance Man, the indomitable, omnipotent father figure and husband figure, who cannot and will not tolerate disobedience.
Capulet has no idea about what true love means. He shares the typical
Renaissance outlook on marriage: a woman's social duty and right, the only one besides giving birth to children and a means of transferring wealth from one family to the other (King 2000:248) . In Capulet's discussion with Paris about his marriage to Juliet, the bride "is defined as an object of male choice and negotiation" (Ryan 1995:79) , while Capulet proves that he knows nothing about his daughter's psychological and emotional potential:
My child is yet a stranger in the world / She hath not seen the change of fourteen years: / Let two more summers wither in their pride / Ere we may think her ripe to be a bride
There is a generation gap between father and daughter as far as love and marriage are concerned, because Juliet is in fact very "ripe": that same night she meets Romeo, falls in love with him and marries him.
Key characters: the Nurse, anti-patriarchal and subversive
The Nurse is not a leading character in the present tragedy, yet she plays an indispensable key role in the build-up of the dramatic climax. In Shakespeare's plays, it is often the minor characters who carry just as important messages as the leading characters: a similar example of a supporting character would be the archetypal Fool.
The Nurse is the messenger, she facilitates the dangerous and clandestine
wedding, yet later when Romeo is banished (from Verona to Mantua) and the Nurse's love and understanding for Juliet are really tested, it becomes clear that Juliet has grown into a womanly maturity far beyond the Nurse's comprehension. All she can suggest is deceit, of the most callous kind, springing from brutish opportunism and immorality.
What she actually suggests is nothing less than bigamy: since marriage means nothing to the Nurse but sexual pleasure and Romeo is banned from Verona, Juliet should see no "use" of him. That is why she advises Juliet to quickly forget Romeo and seek pleasure with another man, with Paris: "Your first (husband) is dead -or't were as good he were / As living here and you no use of him" (III.5.).
From a postmodern standpoint, the sexual liberty the Nurse here stands for may be interpreted as women's most dangerous (sexual) rebellion site against Renaissance phallocracy. The Nurse, simple but kind as she is, may be considered a proto-liberated woman, an embryo form of the truly liberated women of the late 19 th and 20 th centuries.
Nevertheless, although she is placed in the 16 th century, it is beyond doubt that she is a woman who dares speak up against abusive male authority. We can detect another such 'liberated' woman in the Shakespearean canon: Emilia, Desdemona's lady-in-waiting in
Othello.
In IV.3. Emilia bursts out against men, accusing them of arrogance, violence and unfaithfulness to their wives. This can of course be pardoned, as they are men, but the same sins will not be forgiven to women. She dares state that women are physically and psychologically equal to their husbands and that men force women to "fall", that is to Their love is too emancipated for the prison-like society they live in, they share too democratic views concerning their rights as scions of two powerful, rival families, and thus their Fate will crush them: "Romeo and Juliet lays siege to the legitimacy of a world which deprives men and women of boundless love" (Ryan 1995:86) . They can do nothing against these superior powers devouring them, as everything is steered by ruthless Fate.
As Father Lawrence so nicely puts it: "A greater power than we can contradict / Hath thwarted our interests" (V.3.). Juliet, Romeo and Friar Lawrence are indeed complex Renaissance characters, yet they are born ahead of their time, in a milieu that is still governed by certain medieval Weltanschauungs.
Conclusion
These three characters nevertheless fulfil a paramount role, precisely through their
Thanatotic dénouement: they carry the true message of the high Renaissance, of the
